In the text bellow I try to approach a very problematic relation between theatre critic and memory. Is the memory of a performance a valid barometer of the inner value of that performance? How does the theatre critic's memory work? How do we define and manage forgetting or the absence of memories in theatre?
their spectators as possible. Especially the actors feel that the oblivion theme is the great danger of their art. To be remembered is a form of salvation in the world of theatre. The audience's memory becomes a subterfuge, a borrowed home. Tell an actor a detail from a part he/she has played years ago and you will win him/her forever! I am not referring here to the audience's memory as a generic one, but as a very concrete one, an individual memory which, besides plenty of other details coming from the daily life, also remembers, now and then, 'pieces', 'flashes', sequences from a show. There are fragments stored in the memory receptacle, which come back, either when invoked, or when indirectly triggered, to the surface of the consciousness.
Generally speaking, when he/she sits down plunged into the protecting darkness of the auditorium, the spectator doesn't intend to do a memorising exercise during one, two or three hours. He doesn't watch the show with the manifest purpose to remember it, to store its colours, shapes, sounds, or atmosphere. After getting out of the auditorium, such information will be of no use to him/her. Therefore, he/she prefers a state of precautious opening in which the memorising process is not consciously conducted.
'On the spot' and 'cold' memory
The situation is somehow different concerning the theatre critics, the ones who intend to write about what they see. They get to the auditorium 'on business', their psychological behaviour being different from the one of an unbiased spectator. Some of the critics are obstinate about showing they also play a part, the one of the witness 1 , equipping themselves with notebooks and pens they will use during the performance. Let's admit that the image of a spectator writing is not a pleasant one. In situations of maximum intimacy of the show, this action seems an indiscretion; it is just as if someone would take photos on a nude beach. There is also here, in the discretion of taking notes, an art some people have, and others do not.
Besides such situations, the theatre critics have to activate their shortterm memory, necessary for the subsequent analytical reconstruction of the show. The critic will always be caught between two worlds: the one of the witness who will testify later and the one of the accomplice, involved in the actions of the performers on stage. It is up to each critic's ability to find the possibility of a middle ground between the two hypostases, hypostases cancelled, now and then, by the very powerful shows. When he/she sits down in front of his/her computer, to write his/her review, the theatre critic will inevitably be in the position to mentally replay sequences from the show which he has considered to be relevant since seeing them, at the 'crime scene'.
Most of the times, the critic writes 'on the spot'. He/she does it for a very practical reason: the freshness of the memories about the show. The critic, more than any other spectator, is afraid of forgetting. He/she will not be able to write if he/she forgets what he/she has seen. A particular case is the one of the very rare shows, which force you to write about them without delay, inducing a feeling of emergency that is difficult to describe. As if the show wrote the review itself using you as a support, as an instrument it relies on. (Looking back, I see myself in hotels from Sibiu, surprised by the sunrise while I was finishing, wide awake, reviews for Delbono's, Dodin's, Ostermeier's shows… Anyway, I couldn't have slept a wink if I didn't write them…)
On the other side, there are the critics who write after 'cold' reflection. They prefer to let the show settle, and get filtered. They want to check what withstands the test of time and what doesn't, therefore to get out of the shaky ground of first impressions. Thus, the review would rather contain an account of the show's sediments within your own Self than a description of the show itself. In this case, you activate an intermediate-term memory. The temptation of the essay also appears, of the thought that probes itself reflecting into the memories of the show. From this perspective, I consider George Banu's texts exemplary; you can feel in them the maturing process of the show, essences you only catch then, when revisiting it by means of the other's memories. I still regret that imprudent review of my youth for Felix Alexa's Orchard, a show I was to 'see again', embarrassed, in an ample commentary by George Banu.
There is also a different situation of the shows that are denied to you. You simply don't know how; you cannot approach them. And not because they may be failures (a 'good failure' inspires more than a 'bad success'!), not because they escape your memory, but for reasons which are, probably, related to spiritual incompatibilities, of depth, between you and the show. For instance, I didn't know what to write about The Scarlet Princess, Silviu Purcărete's so much praised and awarded show at Radu Stanca National Theatre of Sibiu; I had a similar block with Hamletmachine, at the National Theatre of Iași, directed by Giorgos Zamboulakis.
Anyway, I don't know any critics who write about a show a very long time after they saw it, by 'very long time' meaning more than sixmonth periods. Of course, they may make references to the show, they may write succinct comments, cross-references, but they will not venture to write about the show as if they had seen it the other day. At best, they will try to see the show again or they will refresh their memories watching video recordings or images. (To do a theatre review looking at some photos, this is a challenge!)
Therefore, besides talent, information, sensibility, culturality, the memory remains one of the theatre critic's fundamental instruments. As in the case of the actor depending on memory in order not to forget the text, the movement and the stage action scheme, forgetting is or should be one of the critic's most vivid nightmares. (There are some more, but there is no need to talk about them here…). Around the age of 80 years old, the Iaşi-based theatre critic Ștefan Oprea confessed his fear to me, the fear of forgetting. He was trying to attenuate it by daily training his memory. Just like the actor needs good physical shape, it seems the critic needs a flawless mental condition. Although, let's admit, a reasonable physical condition wouldn't hurt him/her either … Is the accuracy of the memory of the show a criterion of its quality?
I often wondered whether the persistence of a show in my memory, a combination of images, details, actions, is a sign of the intrinsic quality of the respective show. In other words, is memory a valid instrument to decide the value of an artistic product? I was tempted to say yes. Look, I can clearly see in my mind the crystal structure of such-and-such production! Look, I can talk for fifteen minutes about how such-and-such actor conducted that monologue, which I simply cannot get out my mind! Look, I take out of the corner of my mind the most surprising details of that amazing scenery of the great set designer and I don't even know why I am thinking about that scenery now…! Are all the 'Look!'-s enough to be sure that such show, such actor, such set designer operated with value at that time?! That their work is truly valuable?! Unfortunately, the memory also most frequently remembers the details of the obvious failure, irrespective of what the person behind the memory wants. I tried in vain to forget passable acting sequences of some actors I felt fond of, trying, by discarding the shadows, to remember them in their absolute splendour… For years, I have tried to get out of my head the last parts of the Iaşi-based actor Sergiu Tudose, unwisely cast to play characters which his illness and age could not allow him to play anymore. I couldn't, and now, when I think about the gone actor, the first things coming to my mind are the grey shades of his failures, troubling me and aggressing the light into which I would have wanted him profiled in my memory. For years, then, I tried to ask my memory to block the images of the great failures of the director O. L.; this damaging memory affected, to destruction, the intellectual relationship and the joy of the dialogue with O.
Does the theatre critic's memory have anything to do with the value or the lack of value of the show or is it strictly related to his/her conscious or unconscious predispositions at the moment of the reception, to a certain state of mind he/she had the night of the show, to a certain type of relationship the critic had during that period of time with himself/herself, with the world, with the theatre?! Can we rely on the memory or, on the contrary, should we be careful?! Does the memory promptly serve us, like a waiter who brings us exactly what we ordered or, maybe, it gets its deliveries through unsuspected filters, diverting the memories, disguising the truths, playing tricks on us, sub-interpreting or over-interpreting? Should the memory describe or interpret? Could there be description without interpretation at this level? Or are we in the complicated situation where one can't do without the other?! Like when a stranger would ask me what is the shortest way to the theatre, and I, before answering him, remembering the way to the theatre, I would speak to him about the most recent premiere or about the far away day when I myself learned the way to the theatre… Therefore, I have chosen to be cautious in relation to the memories about a show or another. And to practise a second hermeneutics, one in which I double the actual remembrance of the show or the part by the remembrance of my own self during that period of my life. I sometimes reread my reviews after long stretches of time and, beyond forgotten shows, I catch myself looking for myself, the one I was. As if, before being about anything else, the critic's memory is about himself 2 …
The review, a substitute of the memory. Formal memories, essential memories about the show… It already is common place to talk about critics as agents of the theatrical memory. This refers to the review/text about the show, which, in its physical, material form (if we can still talk about materiality in a world that favours the virtual, impalpable aspects) will survive the show itself. Therefore, for most theatre people, the review is related to the memory, its purpose being to preserve information, to put away a set of contents, almost the same way one can deposit goods in a safety box. Most often written, as I mentioned above, 'on the spot', however, the review only rarely includes the decantation, the distancing and the maturing processes which turn the memory into something really valuable. Most of the hundreds of reviews I wrote all this time seem irrelevant to me for this definition of the text about the theatre as a memory repository. I think they lack the long warranty period, they appear to be perishable, unable to account for the Zeitgeist/ Weltanschauung of my generation. Reading them, in a hundred years someone will only remember technical information (distribution, premiere date) and a few general things about the director-text relationship, the director's solution, scenery approaches. The memory contained in these reviews will be a formal, non-essential one, providing impressions dangerously general, if not false about the show and the socio-culturalpolitical-poetical-etc. context in which the show was staged.
This way, I am trying to trace a distinction between the formal and the essential memory. How to activate, how to cultivate the essential memory and how to ignore the superficial from the memories my mind provides about the shows I once saw, beyond what I wrote about them at the time? If we knew, if we only knew… It happened to me to see in video format the shows I had already seen 'live', many years before. Many of the scenes appeared to me as if I saw them for the first time. A hidden show was revealed to me, as if the logic of the actual production did not overlap the logic of my memory. I re-read my review from the premiere date and I realised that, in this case, there were no less than three shows: the one I had written about in the review, the one provided by my personal memories over the years and the one revealed by the video recording, which contradicted both my review and my memory. A frightening relativity is lurking around the theatre critic and his/her pretence to also make permanent something else besides the technical sheet of the show… As if an ironic and disharmonious instance assists your efforts to leave evidence about the past… Maybe the final show, the Great Show a spectator is left with at the end of his/her 'career' is a synthesis show, a collage show made of all the bits the memory remembers. We remember what we really need to remember, we remember those little 'things' we don't have, we long for or which, one way or another, we really need …
